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THE AGE OF ENLIGHTENED DESPOTISM:   THE
FLAVIANS AND ANTONINES

THE power exercised by the successors of Augustus was
merely personal, and their manner of life more than
questionable ; the atmosphere of their court reeked of in-
trigue and crime and foul scandals. Hence there grew up among
the directing classes of the empire a strong opposition to the
principate as an institution. The preachers of Stoic morality,
whose influence over the enlightened section of society in-
creased steadily, brought forward a theory which clashed
with the view held by the emperors who followed Augustus.
Each of these rulers regarded his authority as a personal
right, founded upon his relationship to Augustus; but,
according to the Stoics, it was false to consider the principate
as a thing merely intended to gratify personal ambition, or
as a despotism founded upon violence and force : power, they
said, was entrusted by God to that man who was morally
and intellectually superior to the rest of the community, and
the proper exercise of it was a duty laid on him by God,
a heavy personal obligation. The ruler, prince, or king was
not a master, according to Stoic teaching, but the servant of
mankind ; and he should work for the welfare of all, not for
his own interests and the maintenance of his power.

This theory was not new: invented and maintained by
the Cynics, it had passed on to Stoicism and was shared by
many of the best rulers in the Hellenistic Age. It was also,
in some degree, the foundation of that new morality which
Augustus dictated by the mouth of Horace to his contem-
poraries and especially to the class who served the empire
created by him. It was by degrees adopted by almost all
Roman society, and its supporters forced it upon the attention
of the rulers. This point of view was boldly defended by
many of the victims who perished in the reign of terror
under Nero.

The events, however, which followed Nero's death, proved
afresh that monarchy in some shape or other was inevitable,
that this form of government alone was recognized by the